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1
VIRTUAL DETENTS THROUGH
VIBROTACTILE FEEDBACK

CROSS-REFERENCES TO RELATED
APPLICATION

This application claims priority to U.S. Provisional Patent
Application No. 60/877,333 entitled “Virtual Detents
through Vibrotactile Feedback,” filed Dec. 27, 2006, the
entirety of which is hereby incorporated by reference.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention generally relates to vibrotactile
feedback. More particularly, the present invention relates to
methods and systems for providing virtual detents through
vibrotactile feedback.

BACKGROUND

Traditional mechanical device controls include switches,
knobs, levels, sliders, faders, and the like. In the past, such
controls have been essentially mechanical in nature, e.g., a
knob turning a shaft coupled to a potentiometer to control an
electrical input to a device such as a radio or audio amplifier,
a knob turning a shaft coupled to a fan control or heating/air
conditioning control in an automobile, or a lever controlling
the opening and closing of a vent in an automobile.

With many traditionally mechanical functions being
replaced by electronics, operation of electronic controls has
been made less intuitive to users. For example, without
click-stops or “detents,” or otherwise a sense of mechanical
resistance, it may be difficult to obtain a similar experience
from an electronic substitute for a traditional mechanical
control device or even effectively and efficiently operate
such a device. A detent, such as a mechanical detent, can
refer to the resistance of rotation of a wheel or shaft. A detent
can be used to divide a rotation into discrete increments, or
may be used to arrest rotation in a direction. For instance, a
mechanical detent can be constructed from a notched wheel
and a small gravity or spring-actuated lever.

SUMMARY

Embodiments of the present invention disclosed herein
provide methods and systems for providing virtual detents
through vibrotactile feedback.

One embodiment of the invention is a method comprising
the steps of receiving an input signal that comprises infor-
mation associated with the manipulation of an input device,
and generating a vibrotactile signal configured to cause an
actuator to produce a vibrotactile effect comprising a virtual
detent to the input device. In another embodiment, a com-
puter-readable medium (such as, for example, random
access memory or a computer disk) comprises code for
carrying out such a method.

Another embodiment of the invention is a system com-
prising an input device and a processor that is in commu-
nication with the input device and that is configured to
receive an input signal comprising information associated
with the manipulation of the input device. The processor
may further be configured to generate a detent signal based
at least in part on the manipulation of the input device. The
system may further comprise an actuator coupled to the
input device. The actuator may be in communication with
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2

the processor and configured to produce to the input device
a vibrotactile effect comprising a virtual detent based at least
in part on the detent signal.

Further details of embodiments of the invention are set
forth below.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

These and other features, aspects, and advantages of the
invention are better understood when the following Detailed
Description is read with reference to the accompanying
drawings, wherein:

FIG. 1 is a block diagram illustrating a first system for
providing virtual detents through vibrotactile feedback in
one embodiment of the invention;

FIG. 2 is a block diagram illustrating a second system for
providing virtual detents through vibrotactile feedback in
one embodiment of the invention;

FIG. 3 is an illustration of a first device for providing
virtual detents through vibrotactile feedback in one embodi-
ment of the present invention;

FIG. 4 is an illustration of a second device for providing
virtual detents through vibrotactile feedback in one embodi-
ment of the present invention;

FIG. 5 is a flow diagram illustrating a first method for
virtual detents through vibrotactile feedback;

FIG. 6 is a flow diagram illustrating a second method for
virtual detents through vibrotactile feedback;

FIG. 7 is a flow diagram illustrating a third method for
virtual detents through vibrotactile feedback;

FIG. 8 is a flow diagram illustrating a fourth method for
virtual detents through vibrotactile feedback; and

FIGS. 9A, 9B, 9C, 9D, 9E, 9F, 9G, and 9H are eight
illustrations of virtual detent profiles in various embodi-
ments of the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Embodiments of the present invention provide methods
and systems for virtual detents through vibrotactile feed-
back. In one illustrative embodiment, a rotary knob input
device is rotated. A sensor detects the rotation of the rotary
knob and sends an input signal to a processor. The input
signal comprises information related to the rotation of the
rotary knob, such as how far the knob has been turned. The
processor determines whether to manipulate an audio system
based at least in part on the input signal. The processor
further determines whether to generate a signal configured to
cause an actuator to vibrate the rotary knob, the vibration
based at least in part on the signal.

This example is given to introduce the reader to the
general subject matter discussed. The invention is not lim-
ited to this example. Below, examples of methods and
systems for virtual detents through vibrotactile feedback are
described.

Tustrative Devices for Enhanced Haptic Feedback

In one illustrative embodiment of a device configured to
provide virtual detents through vibrotactile feedback, a
portable music player may be configured to play music
through a speaker and produce a virtual detent on a touch
pad with an actuator. In one such embodiment, the portable
music player may comprise a touch pad configured to
generate an input signal to a processor based on a user
contact. The processor may analyze the input signal and
determine whether to manipulate the audio system and
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whether to generate a vibrotactile effect. If the processor
determines a vibrotactile effect should be generated, the
processor may generate a signal. The signal may be config-
ured to cause the actuator to produce a vibrotactile effect to
the touch pad in the form of a virtual detent.

Such an illustrative embodiment may be advantageously
employed to simulate mechanical detents through vibrotac-
tile feedback. Such simulated mechanical detents, or virtual
detents, may provide useful feedback to a user. For example,
a virtual detent may indicate the successful change in
volume of a sound system. As another example, the absence
of a virtual detent may indicate that a climate system is not
turned on, or that it has reached the highest threshold of
operation.

These further examples are given to introduce the reader
to the general subject matter discussed herein. The invention
is not limited to these examples. The following sections
describe various embodiments of systems and methods for
providing virtual detents through vibrotactile feedback.

Example of a First System for Virtual Detents
Through Vibrotactile Feedback

Referring now to the figures in which like numerals
indicate like elements throughout the several figures, FIG. 1
is a block diagram illustrating a first system for providing
virtual detents through vibrotactile feedback in one embodi-
ment of the invention. In the embodiment shown, the system
comprises an input device 102, a sensor 104, a processor
106, an actuator 108, and a system to be manipulated 110.

The Input Device and Sensor

Systems of the invention comprise an input device 102
and a sensor 104. The input device 102 shown in FIG. 1 is
configured to provide an input signal to the processor when
the input device 102 is manipulated. In other embodiments,
sensor 104 can generate an input signal when the sensor 104
detects manipulation of the input device 102.

The input device 102 can be, for example, a mechanical
input device. Examples of mechanical input devices include
a rotary knob coupled to an encoder. Encoders of the input
device 102 may comprise an optical encoder or a potenti-
ometer. In other embodiments, the input device 102 may be
a non-mechanical input device. For example, the input
device 102 may be a touch-sensitive device, such as a touch
pad or a touch screen.

The input device 102 is in communication with a sensor
104. The sensor detects movement of the input device 102.
A sensor 104 can be configured to detect the movement of
a rotary knob, or other aspects of manipulation of the input
device 102, such as position, velocity, acceleration, torque,
rate of rotation, or the time of rotation.

Sensor 104 shown in FIG. 1 comprises a contact-type
sensor, such as a switch, a resistive sensor, a capacitive
sensor, an infrared sensor, or an optical sensor. Alternatively,
sensor 104 may comprise a non-contact sensor such as a
field effect sensor or a proximity sensor, and can be a surface
or sub-surface sensor.

The Processor

The system illustrated in FIG. 1 comprises a processor
106. The processor 106 may be configured to receive input
signals from an input device 102 or a sensor 104 and to
generate signals to an actuator 108. The signals may be
configured to cause the actuator 108 to produce a vibrotac-
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tile effect. Further, the processor can generate signals pro-
vided to a system to be manipulated 110.

In one embodiment, a dedicated processor 106 may
receive input signals and generate signals. Although there is
a single processor shown in FIG. 1, the system may com-
prise a plurality of processors. The processor 106 may be
configured to perform a variety of tasks. For example, the
processor 106 may comprise additional program code run-
ning on a native cellular phone processor.

The processor 106 may be configured to receive input
signals. In some embodiments, the processor 106 may
receive input signals from the input device 102. In other
embodiments, the processor 106 may receive input signals
from the sensor 104. In the embodiment shown in FIG. 1, the
input device 102, sensor 104 and the processor 106 are in
communication via a direct wired digital connection. For
example, the input device 102, sensor 104, and the processor
106 may be in communication via a communication bus
such as the Universal Serial Bus (USB). In other embodi-
ments, communication between an input device 102, sensor
104 and the processor 106 may be through analog signals
and/or may be wireless. For instance, the sensor 104 may be
able to use Bluetooth, Wireless USB or Wi-Fi to commu-
nicate with the processor 106.

The processor 106 can also generate one or more signals.
For example, a processor may generate a signal when a valid
input signal is received. In the embodiment shown in FIG.
1, as the input device 102 is manipulated, the processor 106
may generate a signal at the same time or immediately after
the manipulation. In one embodiment, the processor 106
may process software code running as an application on the
processor and utilize the input signal in the context of the
software code to generate signals configured to cause virtual
detents.

The processor 106 may generate a signal, such as a detent
signal, to the actuator 108. The detent signal may be
configured to cause an actuator 108 to produce a vibrotactile
effect in the form of a virtual detent on the input device 102.

The processor 106 may generate a signal specific to an
actuator 108. In one embodiment, the signal may be gener-
ated with parameters specific to the actuator 108. For
example, the processor may analyze parameters associated
with the actuator 108, such as the actuator’s resonant fre-
quency, and generate a signal based at least in part on the
parameters. Other parameters of the actuator 108 may com-
prise, for example and without limitation, a resonant fre-
quency of the actuator, a maximum peak-to-peak amplitude
or magnitude of the actuator, or a minimum actuator
response time.

The processor 106 may generate a signal by accessing a
detent profile stored in a memory (not shown in FIG. 1). In
one embodiment, the processor 106 may access a specific
detent profile based at least in part on the input signal. In
certain embodiments, the processor 106 may determine
which of a plurality of simulated mechanical detents to
generate. For example, the processor 106 may analyze the
input signal and determine that a hard stop is appropriate.
Further, the processor 106 may then access the hard stop
virtual detent profile in a memory, and generate a detent
signal based on the hard stop virtual detent profile.

The processor 106 may be in communication with a
system to be manipulated 110 or controlled. In some
embodiments, the processor 106 may be configured to
generate a system signal. The system signal may be provided
to the system to be manipulated 110.

The system signal may be based at least in part on the
manipulation of the input device. For example, an input
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device 102 in the form of a rotary knob may be rotated one
entire revolution. The processor 106 may receive an input
signal indicating the complete rotation of the input device
102 and generate a system signal configured to manipulate
a system 110 by maximizing or minimizing a level of the
system.

While the device shown comprises one processor 106,
other devices may comprise two or more processors. Pro-
cessor 106, as well as other processors incorporated into one
or more embodiments of the present invention, may com-
prise a computer-readable medium, such as a random access
memory (RAM) coupled to the processor (not shown in FI1G.
1). The processor executes computer-executable program
instructions stored in memory, such as executing one or
more computer programs for generating vibrotactile or other
haptic effects. Such processors may comprise a micropro-
cessor, a digital signal processor (DSP), an application-
specific integrated circuit (ASIC), field programmable gate
arrays (FPGAs), and state machines. Such processors may
further comprise programmable electronic devices such as
PLCs, programmable interrupt controllers (PICs), program-
mable logic devices (PLDs), programmable read-only
memories (PROMs), electronically programmable read-only
memories (EPROMs or EEPROMs), or other similar
devices.

Such processors may comprise, or may be in communi-
cation with, media, for example computer-readable media,
that may store instructions that, when executed by the
processor, can cause the processor to perform the steps
described herein as carried out, or assisted, by a processor.
Embodiments of computer-readable media may comprise,
but are not limited to, an electronic, optical, magnetic, or
other storage or transmission device capable of providing a
processor with computer-readable instructions. Other
examples of media comprise, but are not limited to, a floppy
disk, CD-ROM, magnetic disk, memory chip, ROM, RAM,
ASIC, configured processor, all optical media, all magnetic
tape or other magnetic media, or any other medium from
which a computer processor can read. Also, various other
forms of computer-readable media may transmit or carry
instructions to a computer, such as a router, private or public
network, or other transmission device or channel. The pro-
cessor, and the processing, described may be in one or more
structures, and may be dispersed through one or more
structures. The processor may comprise code for carrying
out one or more of the methods (or parts of methods)
described herein. The instructions can comprise code from
any suitable computer-programming language, including,
for example, assembly code, C, C+, C++, Visual Basic, Java,
Python, and JavaScript.

The Actuator

The system illustrated in FIG. 1 further comprises one or
more actuators 108. Each actuator 108 can be configured to
receive a signal from the processor 106 and provide vibrot-
actile effects to the user in the form of virtual detents. The
actuator 108 can vibrate the input device 102 to provide
vibrotactile feedback.

The actuator 108 can provide vibrotactile feedback based
on signals received from the processor 106. For example, the
actuator 108 may be configured to generate a vibration after
receiving a detent signal from the processor 106. The
actuator 108 can vibrate the input device 102 at substantially
the same time the input device is being manipulated.

The actuator 108 may be configured to simulate mechani-
cal feedback through vibrotactile feedback. Specifically, in
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some embodiments the actuator 108 may be configured to
provide the perception of a detent (i.e. a virtual detent)
without the traditional means necessary for a mechanical
detent. For example, the actuator 108 may be used in place
of various mechanical components which traditionally pro-
vided tactile feedback, such as springs, brakes or cams. In
some embodiments, the vibrotactile feedback may comprise
a click effect replicating a mechanical click. In other
embodiments, the vibrotactile feedback may not comprise a
click effect, but some other effect, such as a spring effect or
a barrier effect.

The actuator 108 may be configured to generate vibrot-
actile feedback with a variety of different characteristics. For
example, the actuator may be configured to generate vibrot-
actile feedback with different frequencies, amplitudes, or
waveforms. In one embodiment, the virtual detent may
comprise a simulated click generated through a single pulse.
In a second embodiment, the virtual detent may comprise a
click-and-release effect generated by a double pulse. FIG. 9
provides illustrations of various virtual detent profiles.

Because the actuator 108 may be configured to generate
vibrotactile feedback, in contrast to mechanical feedback,
the actuator 108 may provide vibrotactile feedback to non-
mechanical input devices 102, such as a touch-sensitive pad,
i.e., a touch pad or touch screen.

The actuator 108 may be configured to generate various
types of vibrotactile feedback. For example, the actuator 108
may be configured to produce different virtual detents. The
vibrotactile feedback may be generated in various direc-
tions. For example, the actuator 108 may vibrate the input
device orthogonal to the motion of the input device.

The actuator 108 can be any of a variety of different types
of force producing devices, including an eccentric rotating
mass (ERM) actuator, a multifunctional (MFT) actuator, a
linear mass actuator, an electro-magnetic actuator, a motor,
a voice coil, a pneumatic or hydraulic actuator, an electro-
active polymer, or any other suitable actuator. In one
embodiment, actuator 108 may comprise a plurality of
actuators of the same or different design. For example, in
one embodiment, two actuators may be employed. A first
actuator may be configured to provide vibrotactile or other
haptic effects having a high frequency of vibration (e.g.
greater than 400 Hz), while a second actuator may be
configured to provide vibrotactile or other haptic effects
having a low frequency of vibration (e.g. less than 400 Hz).

Since some embodiments of the invention may use the
actuator 108 to generate vibrotactile feedback, as opposed to
mechanical feedback, a smaller actuator may be used than in
other devices. For example, actuator 108 may comprise a
circular actuator ten (10) millimeters in diameter and three
and one half (3.5) millimeters thick.

Since the device may comprise a plurality of actuators, the
number of actuators 108 may be based on the size and mass
of'the device. For example, an actuator 108 may be provided
for every one hundred (100) grams of mass of the system. In
such an example, a system measuring three hundred (300)
grams may comprise three actuators. In another example, a
cellular phone measuring three hundred (300) grams may
only comprise a single but more powerful actuator.

In one embodiment, the number of actuators 108 may be
based on what surface of the system is being vibrated. For
example, if a PDA measures four hundred (400) grams, but
only the display will be vibrated, the system may comprise
only one actuator 108, especially if the display is isolated
from the rest of the device such as by a suspension system.
Alternatively, if vibrotactile feedback is provided to the
entire PDA, the system may comprise two or more actuators.
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Each actuator 108 of a plurality of actuators may be
configured to generate vibrotactile feedback to the input
device 102. In one embodiment, the vibrotactile feedback
generated by each of a plurality of actuators is synchronized.

The actuator 108 can be mounted to a touch-sensitive
display, such as a touch screen (not shown in FIG. 1). In one
embodiment, the actuator 108 is mounted underneath the
display, or alternatively, to the edge of the display, or
laterally mounted to the display. In embodiments where the
actuator 108 is mounted to a display, the display may be
mounted in a suspension of compliant material, such as a
foam gasket. Mounting a display to a foam gasket may
ensure that the display is vibrated alone or with a different
strength than the entire device.

In one embodiment, two actuators may be mounted to
either side of a display. In one example, both actuators may
face the same direction and be in the same phase. In one
embodiment, two side-mounted actuators may vibrate a
screen side-to-side. Side-mounted actuators may produce
consistent forces across a screen, since the screen may be
moving in the direction of its rigidity.

In one embodiment, two actuators are mounted behind a
display. In one example, both actuators mounted behind the
display may face the same direction and can vibrate the
display in and out.

The System to be Manipulated

The system illustrated in FIG. 1 comprises a system to be
manipulated 110. One or more systems to be manipulated
110 can each receive system signals from the processor 106.
The system to be manipulated 110 may comprise a system
capable of electrical or electromechanical control, such as
and without limitation, a stereo system, a video system, a
climate system (e.g. air conditioning and/or heating), a
navigation system, automotive systems, wireless communi-
cation devices, security systems, a television, a video game
system, a washing machine or a drying machine, or an oven.

In one embodiment, the system to be manipulated 110
may comprise a single system, such as a lighting system. In
another embodiment, the system to be manipulated 110 may
comprise a complex system comprising one or more ele-
ments. For example, the system to be manipulated 110 may
be a heating and cooling system.

Example of a Second System for Virtual Detents
Through Vibrotactile Feedback

FIG. 2 is a block diagram illustrating a second system for
providing virtual detents through vibrotactile feedback in
one embodiment of the invention. In the embodiment
shown, the system comprises a rotary encoder 202, a sensor
204, a processor 206, and a linear resonant actuator 208. The
system further comprises a visual system 210q, an audio
system 2104, a climate system 210c, a display 212, a speaker
214, and a memory 216. An example of a visual system 210a
is a video game system. An example of an audio system
2105 is a stereo system. An example of a climate system
210c¢ is an air conditioning and heating system.

As shown in FIG. 2, the input device can be the rotary
encoder 202. The sensor 204 is in communication with the
rotary encoder 202 and the processor 206. As the rotary
encoder 202 is manipulated, the sensor 204 generates input
signals associated with the manipulation, and transmits the
input signals to the processor 206.

Once the processor 206 receives an input signal, the
processor 206 can determine whether to generate a detent
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signal and/or a system signal. For example, if the input
signal indicates a rotation of a knob in more than 5 degrees
of motion, the processor 206 may generate a system signal
and a detent signal.

The processor 206 is in communication with the linear
resonant actuator 208. The processor 206 can receive input
signals comprising information associated with a manipu-
lation of the rotary encoder 206 and generate a signal
configured to cause the linear resonant actuator 208 to
produce a vibrotactile effect to the rotary encoder 202, the
vibrotactile effect comprising a simulated mechanical
detent.

As shown in FIG. 2, the processor 206 is in communica-
tion with three systems: a video system 210a, a stereo
system 2105, and a climate system 210c. The processor is
also in communication with a display 212 and a speaker 214.
The processor may synchronize changes in the display 212,
sounds played via a speaker 214, and vibrotactile feedback
in the rotary encoder 202.

In other embodiments, the input device may comprise a
different device, such as a touch pad. The touch pad (not
shown) may be in communication with a sensor 204. The
sensor 204 may be configured to detect movement on the
touch pad.

The sensor 204 can directly transmit input signals to the
processor 206. In a specific example, the sensor 204 may
send an input signal to the processor 206 once the rotary
encoder is rotated 2 degrees or more.

The processor 206 can be in communication with one or
a plurality of systems to be controlled. The processor 206
can cause the display 212 to show a graphical representation
of a menu structure. The processor 206 can synchronize
vibrotactile feedback with other events, such as changes in
the display 212 or sounds played on the stereo system 2104.
In one example, as the navigation of a menu system is shown
on display 212, the input device may be vibrated while each
item on the menu is traversed.

The processor 206 can be configured to determine a
specific detent signal to generate. The detent signal may be
based at least in part on the system which is actively being
controlled. For example, if the video system 210qa is being
controlled, the processor 206 may generate one type of
detent signal, such as a click effect. Alternatively, if the
stereo system 2105 is being controlled, the processor 206
may generate a second type of detent signal, such as a hard
stop virtual detent.

As shown in FIG. 2, the processor 206 comprises memory
216. The memory 216 can be a high-speed cache memory,
and configured to store vibrotactile feedback effects, such as
virtual detent profiles. In one embodiment, the processor can
access an effect profile stored in memory 216 after the
processor 206 has determined what type of vibrotactile
effect to generate.

A default library of vibrotactile effects, such as virtual
detents, may be stored in the memory 216. For example, the
processor 106 may store each virtual detent profile illus-
trated in FIG. 9 in the memory 216. This profile may take the
form of computer code. In one embodiment, the processor
may be programmed with various types of vibrotactile
effects not previously stored in memory 216. For example,
each user of the system may author individual vibrotactile
effects to store in memory 216. In a second embodiment, the
processor 106 may only store vibrotactile effects pro-
grammed by a manufacturer. In one embodiment, charac-
teristics of the actuator may be stored in memory 216. For
example, the frequency response of a system’s actuator may
be stored in memory 216.
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Virtual Detents Through Vibrotactile Feedback

FIG. 3 is an illustration of a first device for providing
virtual detents through vibrotactile feedback in one embodi-
ment of the present invention. Various embodiments of the
invention may be used in devices without mechanical feed-
back. In other embodiments, the invention may be used to
supplement mechanical feedback.

The device in FIG. 3 comprises a portable music player
300 having a body 302, a graphical user interface display
304, and a circular touch pad 306. Although the touch pad
306 shown in FIG. 3 is circular, in other embodiments the
touch pad 306 may be linear, rectangular, or some other
configuration. As shown in FIG. 3, the input device 306 may
be in communication with a display 304. As an example, the
input device 306 may be configured to navigate a menu
system which may be shown on the display 304. In other
embodiments, the input device 306 may not be in commu-
nication with a display 304.

While the embodiment shown in FIG. 3 comprises a
portable music player, other embodiments may comprise
other devices, such as a personal digital assistant (PDA), a
portable video player, a portable game system, or a portable
navigation device. Other examples may include other elec-
tronic devices or appliances, such as a television, oven, or a
lighting system.

A user may interact with the portable music player 300 by
activating the circular touch pad 306. For example, a user
may select an object on a menu displayed on the graphical
user interface display 304 by dragging a finger around the
circular touch pad 306 in a clockwise or counter-clockwise
direction.

An actuator (not shown in FIG. 3) is coupled to the touch
pad. As a user manipulates the circular touch pad 306,
vibrotactile feedback in the form of virtual detents are
provided to the user when the actuator vibrates the touch
pad. The actuator generates virtual detents through vibrot-
actile feedback, to simulate mechanical feedback.

Since the vibrotactile feedback may be programmable and
variable, providing different types of vibrotactile feedback
on the same input device will provide an enhanced interface.
Vibrotactile feedback may aid in the selection of menus,
control of levels (such as volume, bass, treble, balance, etc.),
and navigation of lists.

Vibrotactile feedback may be based on the validity of an
input. In one example, vibrotactile feedback is provided
when a valid input is received, such as when a control is
enabled and within an allowed range. If the controlled
function is at or reaches a maximum or a minimum, vibrot-
actile feedback may be disabled, providing information that
the attempted control is outside of the valid range of the
system. Similarly, if the system is not active or powered on,
the absence of vibrotactile feedback may inform the user of
that state.

The frequency and strength of the vibrotactile feedback
may also be varied to provide an enhanced interface. In one
embodiment, the type of vibrotactile feedback may be based
at least in part on the content selected by a user.

In one embodiment the frequency and strength of the
vibrotactile feedback notifies the user of various levels of
control. A stronger virtual detent can indicate a bigger
decision in comparison to a weaker virtual detent indicative
of a smaller decision. High and low strengths of vibrotactile
feedback can indicate divisions in a list (i.e. separate words
by letter, or numbers at every multiple of 10). A high or low
strength of vibrotactile feedback can also indicate one or
more points in a range, for example, the center position of
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a balance control. The frequency of the vibrotactile feedback
may represent the speed of navigation of the user’s finger
across the touch active surface or across the number of
elements in a list.

In one embodiment, each system that is controlled by the
input device may be associated with a type or profile of
vibrotactile feedback. For example, the actuator vibrates the
input device at a constant intensity when an audio system is
being controlled by the input device, and vibrates the input
device at a periodic intensity when a temperature system is
being controlled.

In one embodiment, a combination of vibrotactile effects
is linked as a vibrotactile theme. A vibrotactile theme can
correspond with an individual function or system. One
theme can comprise a combination of single clicks and
double clicks to represent simulated mechanical feedback
for a system being changed or a threshold being reached.
Another theme can comprise a combination of a constant,
low intensity vibration with a hard stop virtual detent effect.
While the first theme can be assigned to one system, such as
a climate system the second theme can be assigned to a
second system, such as a stereo system.

FIG. 4 is an illustration of a second device for providing
virtual detents through vibrotactile feedback in one embodi-
ment of the present invention. The device in FIG. 4 com-
prises a mechanical device, specifically a rotary knob 400.
While the embodiment shown in FIG. 4 comprises a rotary
knob 400, other embodiments may comprise other input
devices. In some other embodiments, the input device may
comprise a linear or rotary encoder, a potentiometer, or a
fader. Alternatively, other embodiments may comprise non-
mechanical input devices, such as a touch-sensitive pad or a
touch-sensitive screen.

The rotary knob 400 is configured to rotate in a rotary
degree of freedom about an axis extending through the knob.
In some embodiments, the rotary knob may also be config-
ured to move in a plane perpendicular to or along the rotary
axis. The rotary knob 400 is coupled to a mounting surface
402. The mounting surface may be a surface on a control
panel, dashboard, car console, mouse, joystick, industrial
equipment, medical equipment, or any consumer electronics
device.

A user interacts with the rotary knob 400 by rotating the
knob in a clockwise or counter-clockwise direction. One or
more actuators 406 can be coupled to the rotary knob 400 to
generate vibrotactile feedback. As the knob is rotated,
vibrotactile feedback may be generated in the form of virtual
detents. For example, as the knob is rotated, an effect such
as a hard stop may be generated by vibrating the knob.

The rotary knob 400 can be coupled to a sensor 408.
Sensor 408 can detect movements in the rotary knob 400,
and transmit data to a processor 106. A shaft 404 may
connect the actuator 406 and sensor 408 with the rotary knob
400.

As shown in FIG. 4, a rotary knob 400 is a generally
cylindrical object. Other devices for providing virtual
detents may have various designs, including but not limited
to conical shapes, spherical shapes, oval shapes, cubical
shapes, etc. The rotary knob 400 may have one or more
textures on its surface, including but not limited to bumps,
lines, grooves, other types of grips, or projections or mem-
bers extending from the device’s surface. Such shapes and
textures may allow a user to easily grip or contact the knob
and rotate it.

The rotary knob 400 may be configured to control a
system. For example, the rotary knob 400 may be located on
a stereo receiver, and configured to control the volume of the
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stereo. In one embodiment, the rotary knob 400 may control
a plurality of systems, such as a car’s temperature system,
navigation system, and/or communication system. For
example, a user can pull a knob to a first elevation in order
to control the temperature system of the car. To control a
different system, a user may push the knob down to a
different elevation. In another embodiment, a user selects a
system to be controlled via a menu system navigated by the
rotary knob 400 or other controls.

Examples of Methods for Virtual Detents Through
Vibrotactile Feedback

FIG. 5 is a flow diagram illustrating a first method for
providing virtual detents through vibrotactile feedback in
one embodiment of the present invention. In step 502, the
sensor generates an input signal based at least in part on a
manipulation of an input device. In step 502, the processor
106 receives an input signal comprising information asso-
ciated with the manipulation of an input device 102. In step
504, the processor 106 generates a signal configured to cause
an actuator to produce a vibrotactile effect to the input
device 102, the vibrotactile effect comprising a simulated
mechanical detent.

The processor 106 can receive and generate signals as
digital signals or analog signals, via wireless or wired
connections. The input signal can comprise information
related to a manipulation of the input device 102. For
instance, the information related to the manipulation of the
input device may be positional data, for example, compris-
ing information related to the change in position of the input
device. In another example, the input signal may comprise
information related to the speed of the change in position of
the input device as well as the change in position of the input
device. As a further example, the input signal comprises
information related to the direction of a continuous user
contact with a rotary touch pad along with the speed at
which the rotary touch pad is contacted.

In step 504, a signal is generated by the processor. The
signal can be configured to cause an actuator to produce a
vibrotactile effect to the input device, the vibrotactile effect
comprising a simulated mechanical detent, and based at least
in part on the detent signal. The signal comprises informa-
tion relating to a specific virtual detent to be generated by an
actuator.

The signal may be based at least in part on the input
signal, for instance, if the input signal indicates a fast
manipulation of the input device, than the detent signal may
comprise a high frequency vibrotactile effect. The signal
may be based at least in part on a status of a system to be
manipulated. In one embodiment, a signal is not generated
if a system is off. In another embodiment, if a system is off,
than only a signal configured to produce a hard stop is
generated.

In one embodiment, the signal is based on a system
reaching a maximum or minimum threshold. For example, if
a stereo system has reached the highest volume level, than
the signal is configured to produce a hard stop virtual detent.
Alternatively, if the system to be controlled has reached a
threshold no signal is generated. In another example, if the
stereo system has not reached the highest or lowest volume
level, a signal configured to produce a click effect virtual
detent is generated.

The signal generated by the processor 106 may be syn-
chronized with changes in the system 110. For example, a
detent signal can be configured to cause a vibrotactile effect
at the same time as changes in a display, audio level or
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frequency, or control of an electromechanical system. The
detent signal may also be synchronized with other types of
feedback. For example, vibrotactile feedback produced by
an actuator in response to the detent signal may be accom-
panied by an audible click or noise.

FIG. 6 is a flow diagram illustrating a second method for
providing virtual detents through vibrotactile feedback in
one embodiment of the present invention. In step 602, a
sensor 104 detects a change in position of an input device
102. The sensor 104 can detect the rotation of a knob 400.
The sensor 104 may detect, for example, relative changes, or
changes from a reference point, in the position of an input
device 102.

In step 604, the sensor 104 generates a detent signal. The
detent signal can be configured to cause an actuator to
produce a vibrotactile effect to the input device, the vibrot-
actile effect comprising a simulated mechanical detent, the
vibrotactile effect based at least in part on the detent signal.

The sensor 104 can be configured to only detect changes
above a predetermined threshold. One sensor can be con-
figured to detect movement of a rotary knob in one degree
increments. Another sensor can be configured with a higher
detection threshold, and only detect rotations of five degrees
or more. The detection threshold can correspond to a deter-
mination of whether a user intended to manipulate the
device, or if the manipulation was accidental or unintended.

One or more sensors 104 can be configured to detect
pressure or movement on a touch pad. As an example, three
sensors configured to detent changes in force may be
coupled to a touch pad. The force sensors may detect input
on the touch pad, such as when a user drags a finger across
the surface of the touch pad.

A processor 106 can generate the detent signal. The detent
signal may be based at least in part on the manipulation or
change in position of the input device. For example, a first
detent signal may correspond to a small change in position
of the input device, whereas a second detent signal may
correspond to a larger change in position of the input device.

FIG. 7 is a flow diagram illustrating a third method for
providing virtual detents through vibrotactile feedback in
one embodiment of the present invention. In step 702, the
sensor 104 detects a change in position of an input device.
The sensor 104 can detect input from a rotary knob 400, or
input via a touch pad or touch screen.

In step 704, the processor 106 determines whether to
generate a detent signal. The processor 106 may determine
whether to generate a detent signal based at least in part on
a status of a system to be manipulated 110. For example, the
processor 106 may generate a detent signal if the system to
be manipulated is turned on. As another example, the
processor 106 may not generate a detent signal if the system
to be manipulated is turned off.

In step 706, the processor 106 generates a detent signal.
The processor 106 can generate the detent signal as a digital
signal sent to the actuator 108.

In step 708, the processor 106 generates a system signal.
The system signal can be configured to manipulate a system
to be controlled, such as an audio system, a video system, a
climate system, or a menu system. As examples, the system
signal can change the volume of a stereo system, increase
the output of a heater or air conditioner, or zoom in on a map.

In step 710, if the processor determines not to generate a
detent signal, than the processor may wait for a new change
in position of the input device 710.

The processor 106 can generate detent signals and sys-
tems signals the system signal as digital signals or analog
signals. The processor 106 can generate the detent signal



US 9,430,042 B2

13

706 and the system signal 708 substantially simultaneously.
In one embodiment, the system to be controlled is manipu-
lated at substantially the same time as the vibrotactile
feedback is generated on the input device. In some embodi-
ments, a user may experience a virtual detent as a system is
being manipulated, giving the user the impression of
mechanical detents.

The system signal can be based at least in part on an input
signal. In one embodiment, an input signal may indicate that
the input device is being manipulated with a quick motion.
A corresponding system signal may manipulate the system
to be controlled in a like fashion. In one example, a rotary
knob is quickly rotated. A processor may generate a system
signal to a stereo system with a radio, the system signal
moving through radio frequencies in large increments.

FIG. 8 is a flow diagram illustrating a fourth method for
virtual detents through vibrotactile feedback. In step 802, an
input device, such as a knob or a touch pad, is manipulated.
A user can rotate a knob, or drag her finger across a touch
pad. In response to the user input, a system is manipulated
804. Finally, a vibrotactile effect is produced on the input
device 806.

The system may be manipulated based at least in part on
the manipulation of the input device. For example, if a knob
is rotated to the right one full revolution, the volume of a
stereo system may be doubled. In another example, if a
circular touch pad is contacted in a counter-clockwise
motion, a menu structure shown on a display may navigate
up.
The vibrotactile effect 806 can be synchronized with the
manipulation of the system 804. As a user navigates a menu
shown on a display, a vibrotactile effect may be produced on
a circular touch pad input device.

Examples of Virtual Detents

FIGS. 9A, 9B, 9C, 9D, 9E, 9F, 9G, and 9H are eight
illustrations of virtual detent profiles in various embodi-
ments of the present invention. In FIGS. 9A-9H, the rotary
knob 202 is shown on the right along with a representation
of'the virtual detent profile on the left corresponding with the
rotary knob. The virtual detent profiles illustrated in FIGS.
9A-9H are exemplary embodiments of the invention. Other
embodiments may be apparent to those skilled in the art. In
some embodiments, various types of detents may be com-
bined to produce a combination vibrotactile effect.

FIG. 9A depicts a programmable virtual detent profile.
Virtual detents are shown at A, B, C, D, and E. For example,
as a rotary knob is rotated through each point A-E, the rotary
knob may be vibrated to generate the feeling of a real detent.
The magnitude and width of the vibrotactile feedback
applied to the input device at each virtual detent may
simulate the magnitude and width of a mechanical detent.

FIG. 9B depicts a hard stop virtual detent profile. A hard
stop, or barrier virtual detent, may simulate a mechanical
hard stop or barrier. For example, a virtual hard stop may
indicate that a system can no longer be manipulated. As an
illustration, as a user turns a rotary knob, virtual detents may
indicate each increasing fan level selected by a user. When
the fan level reaches its maximum, the processor 106 may
send a detent signal to the actuator 108 comprising a barrier
detent instruction.

FIG. 9C depicts a hill virtual detent profile. A hill effect
may simulate the approach to the end of a menu system, or
a maximum or minimum threshold of a system. For
example, as the user approaches the last item in a menu, the
vibrotactile effect may gradually increase. As another
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example, when the user is approaching the end of a wrap-
around menu structure, the intensity of the vibrotactile
feedback may increase until the user reaches the beginning
item, which may be accompanied by vibrotactile feedback
with lower intensity.

FIG. 9D depicts a compound virtual detent profile. In
some embodiments, the magnitude and/or width of the
vibrotactile feedback may be varied at each point. In such
embodiments, a compound effect may include two or more
effects such as barriers or detents. A compound effect may be
related to the operational characteristics of a system. For
example, a compound effect used in conjunction with a
menu system may generate light intensity vibrotactile feed-
back while a menu is traversed within a subcategory, but
generate heavier intensity vibrotactile feedback when larger
categories of the menu are traversed. In one embodiment, a
hill effect may be used as a user traverses contact names
beginning with the same letter. When a new letter is reached,
a hard stop effect may be used to indicate the new letter.

FIG. 9E depicts a spring virtual detent profile. A spring
virtual detent may indicate a preferred position of an input
device. For example, as a user manipulates a rotary knob
away from a home position, a spring effect virtual detent
may increase in intensity as the knobs distance from the
home position increases.

FIG. 9F depicts a damper virtual detent profile. In a
damper virtual detent, the vibrotactile force may increase or
decrease based on the speed of the manipulation of an input
device. For example, a light vibrotactile effect may accom-
pany slow rotation of a rotary knob, while a heavier vibrot-
actile effect may accompany faster rotation of the rotary
knob.

FIG. 9G depicts a constant virtual detent profile. A
constant force effect may be a continuous force independent
of the position or manipulation of the input device. For
example, as a rotary knob is rotated, the force of the
vibrotactile effect may remain constant. A constant virtual
detent profile may be used in combination with a null force
profile, such that vibrotactile effects are generated at a
constant intensity during part of a manipulation of an input
device, and not generated at all at a later time. For example,
a constant vibrotactile force may be produced on a rotary
knob until a threshold is reached, upon which no vibrotactile
force is generated in response to manipulation of the rotary
knob. In another example, a constant vibrotactile force may
be output while a user has selected one item in a menu
system, but not generated when a user selects a different
item in a menu system.

FIG. 9H depicts a periodic virtual detent profile. The
periodic force effect profile may comprise a sine wave,
square wave, or triangular wave profile. In one example of
a triangular virtual detent, the intensity of a virtual detent
may increase and decrease linearly over time. A periodic
virtual detent may last for a set period of time.

General

The foregoing description of embodiments of the inven-
tion has been presented only for the purpose of illustration
and description and is not intended to be exhaustive or to
limit the invention to the precise forms disclosed. Numerous
modifications and adaptations thereof will be apparent to
those skilled in the art without departing from the spirit and
scope of the present invention.
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That which is claimed:

1. A method comprising:

receiving an input signal comprising information associ-

ated with a manipulation of an input device configured
to control a plurality of systems, wherein the input
device comprises a touch-pad;

receiving a detent profile associated with one of the

systems, the detent profile comprising haptic data asso-
ciated with a virtual detent; and

generating a vibrotactile signal configured to cause an

actuator to produce a vibrotactile effect to the input
device, the vibrotactile effect comprising the virtual
detent.

2. The method of claim 1, further comprising generating
a system signal associated with a system to be manipulated,
the system signal based at least in part on the input signal,
and wherein generating a system signal and generating the
vibrotactile signal occur substantially simultaneously.

3. The method of claim 1, wherein the vibrotactile signal
is based at least in part on the input signal.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein the vibrotactile signal
is further based in part on the status of the input device.

5. The method of claim 1, further comprising determining
whether to generate a vibrotactile signal.

6. The method of claim 5, wherein determining whether
to generate a vibrotactile signal is based at least in part on
a status of the system to be manipulated.

7. The method of claim 1, further comprising determining
one of a plurality of virtual detents to generate.

8. The method of claim 1, wherein the detent profile
comprises a first detent profile, and further comprising
receiving a second detent profile.

9. A method comprising:

detecting a change in position of an input device config-

ured to control one of a plurality of systems, wherein
the input device comprises a touch-pad;

receiving a detent profile associated with one of the

systems, the detent profile comprising haptic data asso-
ciated with a virtual detent; and

generating a detent signal based at least in part on the

detent profile and the change in position, the detent
signal configured to cause an actuator to produce a
vibrotactile effect to the input device, the vibrotactile
effect comprising the virtual detent, the vibrotactile
effect based at least in part on the detent signal.

10. A non-transitory computer-readable medium on which
is encoded program code, the program code comprising:

program code for receiving an input signal comprising

information associated with the manipulation of an
input device configured to control one of a plurality of
systems, wherein the input device comprises a touch-
pad;

program code for receiving a detent profile associated

with one of the systems, the detent profile comprising
haptic data associated with a virtual detent; and
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program code for generating a detent signal configured to
cause an actuator to produce a vibrotactile effect to the
input device, the vibrotactile effect comprising the
virtual detent.

11. The computer-readable medium of claim 10, further
comprising program code for generating a system signal
associated with a system to be manipulated, the system
signal based at least in part on the input signal.

12. The computer-readable medium of claim 10, further
comprising program code for determining whether to gen-
erate a detent signal.

13. The computer-readable medium of claim 10, further
comprising program code for determining a virtual detent to
generate.

14. A non-transitory computer-readable medium on which
is encoded program code, the program code comprising:

program code for detecting a change in position of an
input device configured to control one of a plurality of
systems, wherein the input device comprises a touch-
pad;

program code for receiving a detent profile associated
with one of the systems, the detent profile comprising
haptic data associated with a virtual detent; and

program code for generating a detent signal based at least
in part on the change in position, the detent signal
configured to cause an actuator to produce a vibrotac-
tile effect to the input device, the vibrotactile effect
comprising the virtual detent, the vibrotactile effect
based at least in part on the detent signal.

15. A system comprising:

an input device configured to control one of a plurality of
systems, wherein the input device comprises a touch-
pad;

a processor in communication with the input device, the
processor configured to receive an input signal and a
detent profile associated with one of the systems, the
detent profile comprising haptic data associated with a
virtual detent, the processor further configured to gen-
erate a detent signal; and

at least one actuator coupled to the input device, the at
least one actuator configured to receive the detent
signal and produce a vibrotactile effect to the input
device, the vibrotactile effect comprising the virtual
detent.

16. The system of claim 15, wherein the processor is
further configured to control a system based at least in part
on a manipulation of the input device.

17. The system of claim 15, wherein the processor is
further configured to determine whether to generate a detent
signal.

18. The system of claim 15, wherein the at least one
actuator is coupled to a housing of the input device.

19. The system of claim 15, wherein the input device
comprises a sensor.



